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Overview 
Tinnitus is the perception of a phantom noise in one or both ears. This noise can manifest in various forms, such 
as ringing, buzzing, hissing, clicking, or whistling, and its intensity can range from subtle to severely disruptive. 
While the exact cause of tinnitus remains unclear in many cases, it's often linked to underlying conditions 
affecting the auditory system. Fortunately, various management strategies, including meditation and Cognitive 
Behavioural Therapy (CBT), can help individuals cope with tinnitus and improve their quality of life. 
This leaflet provides information about meditation and CBT as potential treatments for tinnitus. 
 
Symptoms and Causes 
The primary symptom of tinnitus is the perception of phantom noise, which may be continuous or intermittent 
and vary in pitch and loudness. Some individuals also experience additional symptoms like difficulty 
concentrating, sleeping disturbances, anxiety, and depression due to the persistent noise. 
 
The causes of tinnitus are diverse, and pinpointing the exact cause can be challenging. Common contributing 
factors include: 

• Hearing loss: Age-related hearing loss, noise-induced hearing loss, and other auditory conditions can 
often be accompanied by tinnitus. 

• Ear infections and blockages: Conditions like otitis media (middle ear infection), impacted earwax, 
and Eustachian tube dysfunction can cause or exacerbate tinnitus. 

• Head and neck injuries: Trauma to the head or neck can sometimes damage the auditory system and 
lead to tinnitus. 

• Temporomandibular joint (TMJ) disorders: Problems with the jaw joint can trigger tinnitus in some 
individuals. 

• Ototoxic medications: Certain medications, like aspirin, some antibiotics, and some chemotherapy 
drugs, can have a toxic effect on the ears and cause tinnitus as a side effect. 

• Circulatory system problems: Conditions like high blood pressure, atherosclerosis, and head and 
neck tumours can sometimes be associated with pulsatile tinnitus, a rhythmic whooshing or pulsing 
sound synchronised with the heartbeat. 

• Other medical conditions: Meniere's disease, otosclerosis (abnormal bone growth in the middle ear), 
and autoimmune inner ear disease can also cause tinnitus. 

• Stress and anxiety: Emotional stress can trigger or worsen tinnitus. 
• Caffeine, alcohol, and smoking: Consuming these substances can sometimes exacerbate tinnitus 

symptoms. 
 
Diagnosis and Investigations 
Diagnosing tinnitus usually involves a thorough evaluation by a doctor or audiologist. The process typically 
includes: 

• Medical history: The healthcare provider will ask about the nature of the tinnitus, other symptoms, 
medical history, and any medications being taken. 

• Physical examination: This examination will focus on the ears, head, and neck to identify any 
potential underlying causes. 

• Hearing test (audiogram): This test assesses hearing ability at different frequencies and helps 
identify any associated hearing loss, a common co-occurrence with tinnitus. 

• Tympanometry: This test evaluates the function of the middle ear and eardrum, detecting any 
problems that may contribute to tinnitus. 

• Imaging tests: In some cases, imaging tests like CT or MRI scans may be recommended to rule out 
structural abnormalities or other medical conditions affecting the head and neck region. 

Disclaimer: This leaflet provides general information and should not be used as a substitute for professional medical 
advice. It is essential to consult with a qualified healthcare professional for any health concerns or before making any 
decisions related to your health or treatment. 
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• Further investigations: Based on the initial assessment, additional tests may be necessary to 
investigate specific suspected causes, like blood tests to check for anaemia, thyroid function tests, or 
tests to evaluate TMJ function. 

 
Management and Treatment 
While no single cure exists for tinnitus, various management strategies can help reduce the perceived intensity 
of the noise and improve quality of life. These strategies include: 
 
1. Meditation: 

• Mechanism: Meditation practices, including mindfulness meditation, aim to cultivate a state of focused 
attention and heightened awareness of the present moment. This can help shift attention away from 
the tinnitus noise and reduce its perceived intrusiveness. The practice of acceptance, a core element of 
mindfulness, also encourages acknowledging the tinnitus rather than resisting it, reducing emotional 
distress and improving coping mechanisms. 

• Evidence: While research on meditation for tinnitus is still ongoing, preliminary studies suggest that it 
can be a valuable tool for managing symptoms. Some studies have found that mindfulness-based 
interventions can reduce tinnitus-related distress, anxiety, and depression, and improve overall quality 
of life. 

• Practical application: Various meditation techniques can be beneficial for tinnitus management. 
Mindfulness meditation involves focusing on the breath and observing thoughts and sensations without 
judgment. Sound meditation uses external sounds, like nature sounds or calming music, to mask or 
reduce the perception of tinnitus. Other meditation practices like walking meditation or loving-kindness 
meditation can also help reduce stress and improve overall well-being, indirectly reducing the impact 
of tinnitus. 
 

2. Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT): 
• Mechanism: CBT is a type of talking therapy that helps individuals identify and modify negative 

thought patterns and behaviours contributing to their distress. In the context of tinnitus, CBT focuses on 
challenging unhelpful thoughts and beliefs about the noise, like catastrophising its impact or fearing it 
will worsen. By reframing these thoughts, individuals can reduce their emotional response to the tinnitus 
and improve their ability to cope with it. CBT also incorporates relaxation techniques, like progressive 
muscle relaxation and guided imagery, to reduce stress and anxiety, which often exacerbate tinnitus. 

• Evidence: CBT has shown promising results in managing tinnitus. Research indicates that CBT can 
reduce tinnitus-related distress, anxiety, and depression, and improve sleep quality and overall 
quality of life. The effects of CBT appear to be sustained even after the therapy concludes. 

• Practical application: CBT for tinnitus typically involves regular sessions with a therapist over several 
weeks or months. During these sessions, individuals learn about the nature of tinnitus, identify their 
negative thought patterns, and develop coping strategies. The therapist may assign homework 
exercises to practice the techniques learned during the sessions. CBT can be delivered individually or 
in group settings, and online CBT programs are also available, offering flexibility and accessibility. 
 

3. Other Management Strategies: 
• Sound therapy: Using white noise generators, sound machines, or even fans or air conditioners can 

help mask the tinnitus noise and make it less noticeable. Listening to calming music or nature sounds 
can also be beneficial. 

• Tinnitus retraining therapy (TRT): This specialised therapy aims to habituate individuals to their 
tinnitus, meaning that they become less aware of it over time. TRT combines sound therapy with 
counselling and education about tinnitus. 

• Alternative therapies: Some individuals find relief from tinnitus through alternative therapies like 
acupuncture, massage therapy, or herbal remedies. However, the scientific evidence supporting these 
therapies for tinnitus is limited. 

• Lifestyle changes: Reducing stress, avoiding caffeine and alcohol, getting regular exercise, and 
improving sleep hygiene can help reduce tinnitus severity or improve your ability to cope with it. 
 

Prevention 
While preventing tinnitus entirely may not always be possible, certain measures can reduce the risk: 

• Protecting your hearing: Wearing earplugs or earmuffs in noisy environments, like concerts or when 
using power tools, can help prevent noise-induced hearing loss and associated tinnitus. 
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• Limiting exposure to ototoxic medications: If possible, avoid medications known to cause tinnitus as 
a side effect. Discuss alternative options with your doctor if necessary. 

• Managing stress: Practicing stress-reduction techniques like meditation, yoga, or deep breathing can 
help protect against stress-induced tinnitus. 

 
Outlook/Prognosis 
The outlook for individuals with tinnitus varies depending on the underlying cause and severity of the 
condition. While there's no single cure, many people experience significant improvement in their symptoms 
with appropriate management strategies. 
Meditation and CBT are particularly effective in helping individuals cope with the distress and improve their 
quality of life. The benefits of these therapies often extend beyond tinnitus management, improving overall 
mental and emotional well-being. 
 
If you are experiencing tinnitus, it's essential to consult with a healthcare professional to discuss the best 
management approach for your individual needs. With appropriate treatment and self-care strategies, many 
individuals with tinnitus can successfully manage their symptoms and live fulfilling lives. 
 


